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3DWULFN0RGLDQRµ$Marcel Proust of RXUWLPH¶? 
 
The winner of the 2014 Nobel Prize for Literature was, in more ways than one, Patrick 
Modiano. Typically, the publicity-shy novelist had crept in under the radar, despite a late 
surge in the betting, and had even proved hard to locate once the decision had been taken. In 
terms of his artistic achievements, however, the Nobel Academy had no trouble in pinning 
him down. He was, their spokesman, Peter Englund, assertHGDµ0DUFHO3URXVWRI RXUWLPH¶1 
It is the aim of the present article briefly to explore this notion, and to evaluate just how 
apposite an assessment it is. 
 That Modiano is interested in Proust, there can be no doubt. As he has revealed: µ-¶DL
commencé à lire A la recherche du temps perdu jVHL]HDQVMHO¶DLILQLjYLQJW¶,2 and the 
impact of this reading was never to be forgotten. By the age of seventeen, he had already 
usurped the pen of his predecessor, forging dedications by him,3 and this early emulation 
then became much more extensive in his first novel, /D3ODFHGHO¶pWRLOH.4 In this work, 
where he humorously pastiches a wide variety of writers ² Proust to the forefront² in much 
the same way as the future author of A la recherche du temps perdu had done decades 
earlier,5 Modiano again slips into WKHPDVWHU¶V skin, this time through the intermediary of his 
narrator, Raphaël Schlemilovitch. It is not for nothing that Schlemilovitch eventually starts to 
write µODSUHPLqUHSDUWLHGH>V@RQ°XYUH>«@: Du côté de Fougeire-Jusquiames¶p. 92), nor 
that his text regularly alludes to events from A la recherche, most notably 0DUFHO¶VEHGWLPH
kiss (p. 12) and the sight of Mme de Guermantes in the church (pp. 88-89),6 as well as to 
important Proustian images and leitmotifs, for example the magic lantern (p. 92) DQGµODIpH¶ 
(pp. 92, 94).7 Indeed, Modiano will even refer to his equivalent of Mme de Guermantes DVµOD
IpH0pOXVLQH¶ (p. 92), in another overt borrowing from Proust.8  
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 This is by no means the only direct quotation from A la recherche. In her impressive 
study, Annelies Schulte Nordholt has detailed four others, more considerable, if sometimes 
slightly adapted.9 There is, in fact, additionally, a fifth: µ/¶pQHUJLHHWOHFKDUPHG¶XQHFUXHOOH
petite fille de O¶DULVWRFUDWLHIUDQoDLVHTXLGqVVRQHQIDQFHPRQWHjFKHYDOFDVVHOHVUHLQVDX[
chDWVDUUDFKHO¶°LODX[ODSLQV« ¶p. 91).10 Given the weight of all this evidence, it is little 
wonder that Schlemilovitch will later be chided: µVous vous prenez pour Marcel Proust >«?] 
9RXVQ¶DOOH]WRXWGHPrPHSDVJDVSLOOHUYRWUHMHXQHVVHHQUHFRSLDQWA la recherche du temps 
perdu?¶(p. 94). 
 Never again will the influence of Proust be as blatant as it is this initial book. 
+RZHYHULQ0RGLDQR¶VVXEVHTXHQWQRYHOVa certain 3URXVWLDQµIHHO¶will still be in evidence. 
This is perhaps best seen in the recurrent modianesque themes, which are also those of A la 
recherche: time, loss, identity and memory. Each of these is well illustrated by Rue des 
boutiques obscures,11 in which an amnesiac tries to re-establish links with his past life and 
his past self, but much the same could be said of any of the Modiano¶VZRUNVWitness this 
allusion to the ravages of TimHRUZKDW3DXO5LFRHXUKDVFDOOHGµle changement qui défait ² 
RXEOLYLHLOOLVVHPHQWPRUW¶12 in 'LPDQFKHVG¶DRW: µCet homme ne ressemblait pas à celui 
G¶il y a sept ans. [«@Décidément, iOSDUODLWGHTXHOTX¶XQG¶DXWUHTXHGH6\Ovia >«@. Peut-
être avait-il oublié des pans entiers du passé¶13 
 Of all the ProustiaQWKHPHVIHHGLQJLQWR0RGLDQR¶VZRUNVKRZHYHULWLVarguably the 
concern with remembrance that most strikingly stands out. The Nobel Prize was, after all, 
awarded in recognition of the µDUWRIPHPRU\¶GLVSOD\HGE\WKHQRYHOLVW14 an art which 
manifestly seems to be based on the two types of recollection found in A la recherche. On the 
one hand, voluntary memory, as evidenced by this extract from Rue des boutiques obscures: 
µMaintenant, il suffit de fermer les yeux. Les événements [«@ me reviennent, par bribes, à la 
mémoire¶ (p. 176). On the other, involuntary memory, again well illustrated in the same 
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novel, where two déclics VHHSDUWRIWKHQDUUDWRU¶VSDVWFRPHback (pp. 103, 104), or, more 
figuratively, by Chien de printemps: µIl faut croire que parfois notre mémoire connaît un 
processus analogue à celui des photos Polaroïd. 3HQGDQWSUqVGHWUHQWHDQVMHQ¶DLJXqUH
pensé à Jansen. >«@Son souvenir était resté en hibernation et voilà qu¶il ressurgit >«@¶15 
Hand in hand with this ongoing development of the key Proustian themes, Modiano 
continues to allude to various other aspects of A la recherche. In 'XSOXVORLQGHO¶RXEOL, for 
instance, he references WKHIDPRXVRSHQLQJRI3URXVW¶Vroman fleuve when his narrator 
mentions his hotel room: µ-¶avais mal dormi ces nuits-là. Je me réveillais et je ne savais plus 
où M¶étais. ,OPHIDOODLWXQORQJPRPHQWDYDQWGHUHFRQQDvWUHODFKDPEUH¶16 Elsewhere, it is 
the evocative nature of names that is reworked (as in µOHVQRPVFRPPHFHOXLpourpre et 
scintillant, de: « Rubirosa ª¶17 or images such as the (train) journey and the aquarium.18 
Modiano will even hark back to WKHVFHQHZKHUH9LQWHXLO¶VGDXJKWHUKDVDVH[XDOHQFRXQWHU
LQIURQWRIKHUIDWKHU¶VSKRWR19 In fact, it is possible to take any book by the 2014 Nobel 
prize-winning author and find echoes of his illustrious predecessor. This is why Quartier 
perdu can be seen to be so noteworthy. The narrator ends up writing about his lost past in 
3URXVW¶VROGIODWDWUXHGH&RXUFHOOHVLQ Paris, and although the latter did not start work on 
his magnum opus until he had moved to the boulevard Haussmann, the suggestion here seems 
clear: if Modiano is no longer simply copying A la recherche, as he playfully did in La Place 
GHO¶pWRLOH, his post-1968 works still consistently hark back to it. 
 There are, however, a number of telling differences between Modiano and his literary 
µPHQWRU¶. )RUH[DPSOH3URXVW¶VQRYHOLVIDPRXVO\FRKHVLYH7KHWZRcôtés, initially assumed 
to be quite separate, DUHHYHQWXDOO\UHYHDOHGWRPHHWZKLOHWKHµWHPSVSHUGX¶ZLOO
UHDVVXULQJO\EHµUHWURXYp¶This is not the case for Modiano. As he has said: µ$XIRQGM¶DL
WRXMRXUVGRXWpTX¶RQSXLVVHUHVVXVFLWHUOHSDVVpHQILQFRPPHODPDGHOHLQHGH3URXVWOD
seule FKRVHF¶HVWTX¶LO\DSDU-ci, par-OjGHV]RQHVPDQJpHVSDUO¶RXEOLUHVWHQWGHV
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fragments... des traces...¶20 Ultimately, then, for Modiano, there is no cohesion. His readers 
DUHSUHVHQWHGWRXVH3HWHU(QJOXQG¶VZRUGVZLWKµthe problems of reaching back; not 
reaching back, not understanding¶21 It is in this context that the intertextual nature of 
0RGLDQR¶VZULWLQJWDNHVRQDGGHGVLJQLILFDQFH$VZHOODVEROVWHULQJWKHDXWKRU¶V thematic 
concerns ² such a strategy embodies literary memory ² it simultaneously ensures that his 
works are non-totalising, regularly sending readers outwards, in search of at least part of their 
µPHDQLQJV¶ 
 A second striking difference between the two novelists relates to the length at which 
they express themselves. Proust is famously the writer of intricate sentences, which 
sometimes span entire pages, and which result in one of the weightiest tomes of all time. 
Modiano, on the other hand, by his own admission, has constantly sought to µFRQGHQVHUOH
SOXVSRVVLEOH¶EHFDXVH: µA une époque où le lecteur dispose de moins en moins de temps, il 
IDXWOXLSHUPHWWUHGHOLUHG¶XQHVHXOHWUDLWH¶22 This is why, as Peter Englund rightly stresses, 
his books are accessible and readable. 
 Taking these two obvious differences together,23 it might be said that whereas Proust 
creates a novel having all the monumentality of a cathedral, Modiano produces works which 
DUHPRUHDNLQWRDELUG¶VQHVWFRQVWUXFWHGIURPKHWHURJHQHRXVVFUDSVDQGIUDJPHQWV
embodying impermanence, and in which a number of visible gaps remain. 
$VPD\E\QRZEHFOHDU0RGLDQR¶VUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKProust is markedly ambiguous. 
From /D3ODFHGHO¶pWRLOH onwards, his admiration for his predecessor is transparent, and 
rather like the narrator of this breakthrough text, who cDUULHVµSOXVLHXUVYROXPHVGH3URXVW¶
around with him in his luggage (pp. 124, 132), Modiano never completely discards these 
OLWHUDU\µEDJDJHV¶<HWDWWKHVDPHWLPHDQGDJDLQWKLVLVHYLGHQWDVHDUO\DVLa Place de 
O¶pWRLOH, he rejects the temptation simply to imitate A la recherche, and keeps a certain 
distance between himself and one of his sources of inspiration. But this need for individuality 
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is not the only motivation for Modiano. He is also aware that, since Proust was writing, the 
world has moved on. As he has observed:  
[L]es gens de ma génération ont une infirmité par rapport à ceux de la génération 
SUpFpGHQWHQRWUHSRXYRLUGHFRQFHQWUDWLRQV¶HVWDIIDLEOL/DJpQpUDWLRQSUpFpGHQWHHVW
SDUYHQXHjIDLUHXQH°XYUHJOREDOHXQHVRUWHGHFDWKpGUDOH-e pense à Proust ou à 
Lawrence Durrel >«@&HVJHQVYLYDLHQWGDQVXQPRQGHRO¶RQSRXYDLWVHFRQFHQWUHU
GDYDQWDJHWDQGLVTXHSRXUOHVJHQVGHPDJpQpUDWLRQF¶HVWIUDJPHQWDLUH24 
 
In conclusion, then, it seems hard to disagree with Peter Englund. Patrick Modiano does 
indeed aSSHDUWREHDµ0DUFHO3URXVWRI RXUWLPH¶%XWPRUHWKDQWKDWSHUKDSVAs he has 
now been consecrated by the Nobel Academy, with international interest in him stimulated as 
a result, and as his creativity shows no sign whatsoever of diminishing, he is set to be the 
Marcel Proust of the years to come as well. 
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